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Preface 

This document is an update of the Washington State Wetland Rating System for Eastern 
Washington, published by the Department of Ecology in 2004 (Hruby, 2004a).  This is the 
third edition of the rating system for eastern Washington since the Department of Ecology 
published the first one in 1991.  The original document was published with the 
understanding that modifications would be incorporated as we increase our understanding 
of wetland systems, and as many different people use the rating system.    

The need to update the previous version became apparent as we have learned more in the 
last decade about how wetlands function and what is needed to protect them.  
Furthermore, statistical analyses of the data collected during the use of the previous 
version indicated that scoring functions from 0-100 could not be supported by the science.  
The method can accurately document the levels at which wetlands function only to three 
qualitative ratings of High, Medium, or Low.   

We are calling this version an update of the 2004 edition rather than a revision because the 
changes made are not as significant as those made between the 1993 and the 2004 
versions.  Much of the information and text remain the same and changes were made only if 
new scientific information indicated changes were needed.  

This update was initially published online as Publication # 14-06-018 in June 2014. It was 
removed from the website to allow time for local jurisdictions to update relevant code 
language and to correct typographical and formatting errors. Because typographical 
changes were made to the rating form, we replaced the published version with a new 
publication number, rather than issuing a notice of errata. 
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Abbreviations for standard units of measure used in this doc ument  
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 foot = ft  meter = m 

 mile = mi kilometer = km 

 acre = ac hectare = ha 

 horsepower = hp parts per thousand = ppt 
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1.  Introduction 

The wetlands in Washington State differ widely in their functions and values.  Some wetland 
types are common, while others are rare.  Some are heavily disturbed, while others are still 
relatively undisturbed.  All, however, provide some functions and resources that are valued.  
These may be ecological, economic, recreational, or aesthetic.  Managers, planners, and 
citizens need tools to understand the resource value of individual wetlands in order to protect 
them effectively.   

Many tools have been developed to understand the functions and values of wetlands.  The 
methods range from detailed scientific analyses that may require many years to complete, to 
the judgments of individual resource experts done during one visit to the wetland. Managers 
of our wetland resources, however, are faced with a dilemma. Scientific rigor is often time 
consuming and costly. Tools are needed to provide information on the functions and values of 
wetlands in a time- and cost-effective way. One way to accomplish this is to categorize 
wetlands by their important attributes or characteristics based on the collective judgment of 
regional experts. Such methods are relatively rapid but still provide some scientific rigor 
(Hruby, 1999). 

 

This rating system was designed to differentiate among wetlands based on their sensitivity to 
disturbance, their significance, their rarity, our ability to replace them, and the functions they 
provide. The rating system, however, does not replace a full assessment of wetland functions 
that may be necessary to plan and monitor a project of compensatory mitigation.  

The intent of the rating categories is to provide a basis for developing standards for protecting 
and managing the wetlands. Some decisions that can be made based on the rating include the 
width of buffers needed to protect the wetland from adjacent development and permitted 
uses in, and around, the wetland.  Many local jurisdictions have included language on buffers 
in their critical areas ordinances based on the 2005 guidance on wetland buffers (found in 
Wetlands in Washington State ɀ Volume 2: Guidance for Protecting and Managing Wetlands, 
Publication #05-06-008).  The update of the rating systems will provide a more accurate 
rating of the functions and values of a wetland but keeps the same four wetland categories 
used in the 2005 guidance.   For the 2015-2019 critical areas ordinance update cycle, we are 
not proposing any changes to the buffer widths recommended in the 2005 guidance, however 
any buffer strategy that uses function scores to determine buffer widths will need to be 
adjusted to use the new scores in the 2014 update.  

  

The Washington State Wetland Rating System categorizes wetlands based on specific 
attributes such as rarity, sensitivity to disturbance, and the functions they provide.  These 
attributes are not comparable, and thus cannot be rated on the same scale.  Only the 
functions are actually rated on a qualitative scale. 4ÈÅ ÔÅÒÍ ȰÒÁÔÉÎÇ,ȱ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÉÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ 
kept in the title to maintain consistency with the previous editions.  
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The rating system is intended for use primarily with vegetated, freshwater, wetlands as 
identified using the federal wetland delineation manual and the appropriate regional 
supplements.  The rating system also does not characterize streambeds, riparian areas, and 
other valuable aquatic resources.   

The rating system also has not been calibrated to montane wetlands generally found above 
3000 ft elevation.  We do not recommend that the rating system be used to rate functions in 
these montane wetlands.   

 

 

 

Changes made to the 2004 Rating System in this update 

Chapters 2-4 and the scoring for the site potentials in Chapter 5 are carried over from the 
2004 version of the rating system.  Some changes in these sections were made to reflect the 
annotations added in 2007 and to include current definitions used by the Washington State 
Department of Fish and Wildlife and the Natural Heritage Program at the Department of 
Natural Resources.   
 
The substantive differences between this version of the rating system and the 2004 version 
are the conversion of scores for each function to ratings of High, Medium, or Low, and the 
replacement of the Opportunity section with two new sections (Landscape Potential and the 
Value).  Only the ratings of functions are assigned a score rather than using the raw scores of 
the indicators.  The range of possible scores for a wetland category based on function was 
reduced to 9-27 (from 1-100) to better reflect the accuracy of the method (see box on next 
page). 
 
The field indicators for Site Potential are the same as in the 2004 version of the rating system 
and that were also kept in the more recent Credit/Debit Method developed by Ecology in 
2012 (Ecology publication #11-06-015).  The new sections on Landscape Potential and Value 
in Chapter 5 of this update are the same as in the Credit/ Debit Method.  Also, we have added 
calcareous fens to the description of peat systems (bogs) that are Category I wetlands in 
eastern Washington (see Chapter 2). 

A companion document, Washington State Wetland Rating System for Western Washington: 
2014 Update should be used for wetlands in western Washington (Ecology publication 
#14-06-029).  The boundary between eastern and western Washington for the purpose of 
rating wetlands is defined in WAC 222-16-010.   

Eastern Washington means the geographic area in Washington east of the crest of the 
Cascade Mountains from the international border to the top of Mt. Adams, then east of the 
ridge line dividing the White Salmon River drainage from the Lewis River drainage and 
east of the ridge line dividing the Little White Salmon River drainage from the Wind River 
drainage to the Washington-Oregon state line. 
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The distribution of categories of reference wetlands in the updated  rating system  

Data were collected at 90 wetlands to calibrate the rating system in 2004.  Data from 86 of 
these could be used to re-calibrate the scoring for this update.  Some wetlands were lost 
through natural and human alterations and some could not be re-located.   

The range of scores for wetland categories based on functions in this update is between 9ɀ
27 rather than the 0ɀ100 possible in the 2004 version.  This change was necessary because 
a statistical analysis of data collected in the last decade indicated that rapid methods such 
as these are not scientifically accurate beyond a qualitative rating of High, Medium, or Low 
(unpublished data collected at reference sites during the calibration and field testing of the 
method).   

Choosing the score at which we separate levels of functioning is a decision that is based on 
best professional judgment in rapid methods such as these.  For example, in the 2004 
Rating System we chose to call wetlands with a very high level of function (Category I) 
those with a score of 70 or more, while those with a high level of function (Category II) 
scored between 51 ɀ 69, those with a moderate level of function (Category III) scored 
between 30 ɀ 50 points, and those with a low level of function (Category IV) scored less 
than 30 points.  These divisions were based on the judgment of the teams of wetland 
experts that developed the ÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÉÎ ςππτȢ  )Ô ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÁÍÓȭ ÓÃÉÅÎÔÉÆÉÃ 
consensus on what is meant by very high, high, moderate, and low levels of functions after 
visiting the reference sites.  The divisions also reflected the ÔÅÁÍÓȭ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÏÎÓ that most 
wetlands function at high or moderate levels and there are fewer that function at very high 
or low levels.  

The divisions between wetland categories based on levels of function in this update were 
chosen to match as closely as possible the distribution of ratings found for the 86 reference 
sites when rated using the 2004 method.  However, given that the range of possible scores 
was reduced, it was not possible to get the exact same distribution.  We do consider, 
however, that the scores used to place a wetland in a category were very close (see the 
first page of the rating form in Appendix A for the scores of the different categories).  

Number of Reference Wetlands in Each Category Based on Their Score for  Functions  

Category 2004 Rating System Updated Rating System 

I 13 11 

II  36 36 

III  35 33 

IV 6 6 

 



 
Wetland Rating System for Eastern WA: 2014 Update             4 
Effective January 1, 2015 

Peer and public review of this update 

The 2004 version of the rating system went through a thorough peer and public review 
process as did the Credit/Debit Method. The new sections on Landscape Potential and Value 
were field tested for one year prior to publication in 2012.  Over 40 individuals and groups 
provided comments on the Credit/Debit Method.  These comments and our responses can be 
found at: https://fortress.wa.gov/ecy/publications/SummaryPages/1206005.html .  In 
addition to the 40 reviewers of the Credit/Debit Method, we received comments from 19 
reviewers of a draft of this update.  

The rating system is based on the best information available at this time and meets the needs 
ÏÆ ȰÂÅÓÔ ÁÖÁÉÌÁÂÌÅ ÓÃÉÅÎÃÅȱ ÕÎÄÅÒ ÔÈÅ 'ÒÏ×ÔÈ -ÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ !ÃÔȢ   

We anticipate that the method will be further modified over time as we keep increasing our 
understanding of our wetland resources.  

  

https://fortress.wa.gov/ecy/publications/SummaryPages/1206005.html
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2.  Rationale for the Categories 

This rating system is designed to differentiate among wetlands based on their sensitivity to 
disturbance, rarity, the functions they provide, and whether we can replace them or not.  The 
emphasis is on identifying  those wetlands:  

¶ Where our ability to replace them is low. 

¶ That are sensitive to adjacent disturbance. 

¶ That are rare in the landscape. 

¶ That perform many functions well. 

¶ That are important in maintaining biodiversity. 

The following description summarizes the rationale for including different wetland types in 
each category.  As a general principle, it is important to note that wetlands of all categories 
have valuable functions in the landscape, and all are worthy of inclusion in programs for 
wetland protection. 
 

2.1  Category I 

Category I wetlands are those that 1) represent a unique or rare wetland type; or 2) are more 
sensitive to disturbance than most wetlands; or 3) are relatively undisturbed and contain 
ecological attributes that are impossible to replace within a human lifetime; or 4) provide a 
high level of functions.  We cannot afford the risk of any degradation to these wetlands 
because their functions and values are too difficult to replace.  Generally, these wetlands are 
not common and make up a small percentage of the wetlands in the region.  Of the 86 
wetlands used to field-test the current rating system, only 11 (13%) were rated as a Category 
I.  

In eastern Washington the following types of wetlands are Category I: 

Alkali Wetlands. Alkali wetlands are characterized by the presence of shallow saline water 

with a high pH.  In eastern Washington these wetlands contain surface water with specific 
conductance that exceeds 3000 micromhos/cm.  These wetlands provide the primary habitat 
for several species of migrant shorebirds and are also heavily used by migrant waterfowl.  
They also have unique plants and animals that are not found anywhere else in eastern 
Washington.  For example, the small alkali bee that is used to pollinate alfalfa and onion for 
seed production lives in alkali systems.  Other bees used to pollinate fruits and vegetables are 
generally too large to pollinate the small flowers of those commercially important plants. 
Therefore, alkali wetlands are a valuable natural resource for agriculture in the western U.S. 
and especially in eastern Washington (Delaplane & Mayer, 2000).  

The salt concentrations in these wetlands have resulted from a relatively long-term process of 
groundwater surfacing and evaporating.  These conditions cannot be easily reproduced 
through compensatory mitigation because the balance of salts, evaporation, and water inflows 
are hard to reproduce, and to our knowledge has never been tried.   
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Alkali wetlands are placed into Category I because they probably cannot be reproduced 
through compensatory mitigation.  No information was found on any attempts to create or 
restore alkali wetlands.  Any impacts to alkali wetlands will, therefore, probably result in a net 
loss of their functions and values. 

Wetlands of High Conservation Value (formerly called Natural Heritage Wetlands). 

These Category I wetlands have been identified by scientists from the Washington Natural 
Heritage Program (WNHP) as important ecosystems for maintaining plant diversity in our 
state.  

Wetlands that represent rare plant communities or provide habitat for rare plants are 
uncommon in eastern Washington.  As of March 2014, there are 946 Wetlands of High 
Conservation Value in eastern WA; most of those sites are based on the presence of rare 
plants (877); only 69 sites are based on plant communities (J. Rocchio, WNHP, personal 
communication, March 2014).  The total number of wetlands in eastern Washington, however, 
is surprisingly high even in the arid parts of the region.  The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
mapped 3124 wetlands in Lincoln County alone (Tiner et al., 2002).  Unfortunately, we do not 
have a good count of wetlands in other locations in the eastern part of the state.  

If you find a rare plant species, rare plant community, or high-quality common plant 
community that you believe would qualify the site as a Wetland of High Conservation Value 
but is not currently documented in the WNHP database, you can submit the information to 
them.  If WNHP staff have the capacity to review the information, they will make a 
determination about whether sufficient information exists to designate the site as a Wetland 
of High Conservation Value.  If WNHP does not respond within 30 days, then the wetland 
cannot be rated as a Wetland of High Conservation Value.  Information required for 
documenting a new rare plant location can be found at: 
http://www.dnr.wa.gov/Publications/amp_nh_sighting_form.pdf .  

6ÉÓÉÔ 7.(0ȭÓ ×ÅÂÓÉÔÅ ÆÏÒ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÔÏ ÁÓÓÉÓÔ ÉÎ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÙÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÐÌÁÎÔ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ: 
http://www1.dnr.wa.gov/nhp/refdesk/communities.html . 

By categorizing these wetlands as Category I, we are trying to provide a high level of 
protection to these important but rare wetlands.  These natural systems and species will 
survive in Washington only if we give them special attention and protection.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.dnr.wa.gov/Publications/amp_nh_sighting_form.pdf
http://www1.dnr.wa.gov/nhp/refdesk/communities.html
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Bogs and Calcareous Fens. Bogs and Calcareous Fens are Category I peat wetlands because 

they are sensitive to disturbance and have not been successfully  re-created through 
compensatory mitigation.  

 

Bogs are wetlands with peat soils and a low pH, usually a pH < 5.  The chemistry of these 
wetlands is such that changes to the water regime or water quality of the wetland can easily 
alter their  ecosystem.   The plants and animals that grow in bogs are specifically adapted to 
such conditions and do not tolerate changes well.  Immediate changes in the composition of 
the plant community often occur after the water regime changes.  Minor changes in the water 
regime or nutrient levels in these systems can have major adverse impacts on the plant and 
animal communities (e.g., Grigal & Brooks, 1997).   

In addition to being sensitive to disturbance, bogs are not easy to re-create through 
compensatory mitigation.  Researchers in northern Europe and Canada have found that 
restoring bogs is difficult, specifically in regard to plant communities (Bolscher, 1995; 
Grosvermier et al., 1995; Schouwenaars, 1995; Schrautzer et al., 1996; Mazerolle et al., 2006), 
water regime (Grootjans & van Diggelen, 1995; Schouwenaars, 1995), and/or water 
chemistry (Wind-Mulder & Vitt , 2000).  In fact, restoration may be impossible because 
changes to the biotic and abiotic properties preclude the re-establishment of bogs 
(Schouwenaars, 1995; Schrautzer et al., 1996), although one study (Lucchese et al., 2010) did 
find that a sphagnum layer did become re-established after 17 years.   Furthermore, bogs 
form extremely slowly, with organic soils forming at a rate of about 1 in per 40 years in 
western Washington (Rigg, 1958). 

Calcareous fens are a type of alkaline, rather than acidic, peat wetland. They are peat-
accumulating wetlands maintained by groundwater that have a neutral or high pH and high 
concentrations of calcium and other alkaline minerals.  Calcareous fens support rare plant 
species tolerant of these unique chemical conditions (Calcareous Fen Technical Committee, 
1994). The groundwater is typically rich in calcium and magnesium bicarbonates and 
sometimes calcium and magnesium sulfates (Eggers & Reed, 1997). Calcareous fens are 
thought to be one of the rarest wetland types in the United States (Eggers & Reed, 1997) and 
appear to be one of the rarest peat wetland types in Washington State.  

Within Washington, calcareous fens have been found only in the north central to northeastern 
portion of the State.  The Washington Natural Heritage Program has identified only 5 
calcareous fens out of 946 Wetlands of High Conservation Value in their survey of eastern 

We use the term bogs to represent a range of acidic peat wetlands . The criteria we 
have been using in the rating system encompass a broader range of wetlands than what 
many scientists consider to be true bogs.  Many scientists consider bogs to be peat 
wetlands that receive almost all of their water from rainfall (J. Rocchio, Washington 
Natural Heritage Program, personal communication, March 2014).  Since many of the 
acidic peat wetlands in the state also get some of their water from the surrounding 
landscape or groundwater, they cannot be considered as true bogs, but should rather be 
ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȰÁÃÉÄÉÃ ÆÅÎÓȢȱ  4ÈÅ ÃÒÉÔÅÒÉÁ ×Å ÕÓÅ ÄÅÆÉÎÅ Á ÇÒÏÕÐ ÏÆ ×ÅÔÌÁÎÄÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÈÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ 
acidic peatlands, but we are not changing the name in this update to avoid confusion and 
because we have not changed the criteria for identifying bogs.  

.  
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Washington.  As a result of their rarity , we have added calcareous fens to the other Category I 
peat systems in this update. 

Mature and Old-Growth Forested Wetlands with Slow Growing Trees. Mature and 

old-growth forested wetlands over ¼ ac in size that are dominated by slow growing native 
trees are Category I because these wetlands cannot be easily replaced through compensatory 
mitigation.  A mature forest of slow growing trees may require a century or more to develop, 
and the full range of functions performed by these wetlands may take even longer (reviewed 
in Sheldon et al., 2005).        

Wetland species considered to be slow growing and native in eastern Washington are western 
red cedar (Thuja plicata), Alaska yellow cedar (Chamaecyparis nootkatensis), pine spp. (mostly 
western white pine, Pinus monticola), western hemlock (Tsuga heterophylla), Oregon white 
oak (Quercus garryana), and Engelmann spruce (Picea engelmannii). 

Forests with Stands of Aspen. Aspen stands in a forested area are Category I because their 

contribution as habitat far exceeds the small acreage of these stands and relatively small 
number of stems (Hadfield & Magelssen, 2004).  Furthermore a mature stand of aspen and its 
underground root system may be difficult to reproduce.  Regeneration of aspen stands by 
sexually produced seeds is an unusual phenomenon (Romme et al., 1997).   

Aspen stands are also important because they represent a priority habitat  as defined by the 
State Department of Fish and Wildlife, ȰPriority habitats are those habitat types or elements 
with unique or significant value to a diverse assemblage of species.ȱ ɉ7ÁÓÈÉÎÇÔÏÎ 3ÔÁÔÅ 
Department of Fish and Wildlife [WDFW], 
http://wdfw.wa.gov/publications/00165/wdfw00165.pdf , accessed December 3, 2013).   

NOTE: All wetlands are categorized as a priority habitat by the WDFW.  Wetlands with aspen 
stands, therefore, represent two priority habitats that coincide.  

Wetlands That Perform Functions at High Levels. Wetlands scoring 22 points or more (out 

of 27) from the rating of functions are Category I wetlands.   

Not all wetlands function equally well, especially across the suite of functions performed.  The 
field questionnaire was developed to provide a method by which wetlands can be rated based on 
their relative performance of different functions.  Wetlands scoring 22 points or more were 
judged to have the highest levels of functions.  These wetlands are also relatively rare.  Of the 86 
wetlands used to calibrate the rating system in eastern Washington, only 11 (13%) scored 22 
points or higher based on their functions.   
 

  

http://wdfw.wa.gov/publications/00165/wdfw00165.pdf
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2.2  Category II 

Category II wetlands are difficult, though not impossible, to replace, and provide high levels of 
some functions.  These wetlands occur more commonly than Category I wetlands, but still 
need a relatively high level of protection.  Category II wetlands in eastern Washington include: 

 
Forested Wetlands in the Floodplains of Rivers. Forested wetlands are an important 

resource in the floodplains of rivers, especially in the areas through which the river may flow 
regularly (often called the channel migration zone).  These wetlands are rated Category II, at a 
minimum, because the questionnaire on functions does not adequately capture their unique 
role in the ecosystem.  Trees in the floodplains are critical to the proper functioning and the 
dynamic processes of rivers.  They influence channel form, and create pools, riffles, and side 
channels that are essential habitat for many fish and other aquatic species.  These trees also 
create localized rearing and flood refuge areas, and contribute to the stabilization of the main 
river channel (NRC, 2002). 

Please note, however, that many forested wetlands in floodplains that have structurally 
complex habitats may actually be a Category I based on their  functions.    

Mature and Old-Growth Forested Wetlands with Fast Growing Trees. Mature and 

old-growth forested wetlands with over ¼ ac of forest dominated by fast growing native trees 
are rated as Category II because they are hard to replace within the time frame of most 
regulatory activities. The time needed to replace them is shorter than for forests with slow 
growing trees, but still significant.    

Native fast-growing wetland trees include:  
¶ Alders: Red  (Alnus rubra), thinleaf (A. incana ssp. tenuifolia) 
¶ Cottonwoods: Narrowleaf (Populus angustifolia), black (P. balsamifera) 
¶ Willows: Peach-leaf (Salix amygdaloides), Sitka (S. sitchensis), Pacific (S. lasiandra) 
¶ Quaking aspen (Populus tremuloides) 
¶ Water birch (Betula occidentalis) 

Vernal Pools. Vernal pools, also called rainpools, that are located in a landscape with other 

wetlands, and that are relatively undisturbed during the early spring, are rated Category II 
because the questionnaire on functions does not adequately capture their unique role in the 
ecosystem.   

Vernal pool ecosystems are formed when small depressions in the scabrock or in shallow soils 
fill with snowmelt or spring rains.  They retain water until the late spring when they dry out 
as a result of reduced precipitation and increased evapotranspiration. The wetlands hold 
water long enough throughout the year to allow some strictly aquatic organisms to flourish, 
but not long enough for the development of a typical wetland environment (Zedler, 1987).   

The Washington Natural Heritage Program has recognized the vernal pool ecosystem as an 
important component of Washington's Natural Area System.  Vernal pools in the scablands are 
the first to melt in the early spring.   This open water provides areas where migrating 
waterfowl can find food while other, larger, bodies of water are still frozen.  Furthermore, the 
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open water provides areas for pair bonding in the waterfowl (R. Friesz, WDFW, personal 
communication, 2002).  Thus, vernal pools in a landscape with other wetlands provide an 
important habitat function for waterfowl that requires a relatively high level of protection.  
This is the reason why relatively undisturbed vernal pools in a mosaic of other wetlands are 
Category II, and isolated, undisturbed vernal pools are Category III. 

Wetlands That Perform Functions Well. Wetlands scoring between 19-21 points (out of 27) 

on the questions related to the functions present are Category II wetlands.  These wetlands were 
judged to perform most functions relatively well, or performed one group of functions very well 
and the other two moderately well.  
 

2.3  Category III 

Category III wetlands are wetlands with a moderate level of functions (scores between 16-18 
points) and can often be adequately replaced with a well-planned mitigation project.  
Wetlands scoring between 16-18 points generally have been disturbed in some ways, and are 
often less diverse or more isolated from other natural resources in the landscape than 
Category II wetlands.   
 

2.4  Category IV 

Category IV wetlands have the lowest levels of functions (scores less than 16 points) and are 
often heavily disturbed. These are wetlands that we should be able to replace, and in some 
cases, improve.  However, experience has shown that replacement cannot be guaranteed in 
any specific case.  These wetlands may provide some important functions, and also need to be 
protected.  
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3.  Overview for Users 

3.1  When to use the wetland rating system 
The rating system is designed as a rapid screening tool to categorize wetlands for use by 
agencies and local governments in protecting and managing wetlands.  It should be used only 
on vegetated wetlands as defined using the delineation procedures in WAC 173-22-35.  The 
rating system does not try to establish the economic values present in a wetland; it only helps 
to identify its sensitivity, rarity, and functions.    

Two versions of the rating system have been developed, one for western Washington and one 
for eastern.  This broad division of the state into east and west may not reflect all regional 
differences in the importance of wetlands.  Developing special measures to protect locally 
unique wetlands is recommended where local governments need to provide a level of 
protection that would not be otherwise provided by the rating system.     

3.2  How the wetland rating system works 
The Wetlands Rating Form (the rating form) in Appendix A of this document asks the user to 
collect information about the wetland in a step-by-step process.  We recommend careful 
reading of the guidance and taking one of the classes on the rating system given by the 
Department of Ecology before filling out the form.  A wetland may be rated in two different 
categories based on the different criteria used in this method.  It is important, therefore, to fill 
out the entire rating form.  If two categories can be applied to a wetland, it is the one that 
provides the most protection that applies.  
 
If you are interested in learning more about how the rating system was developed, details are 
described in Hruby (2001, 2009).  In addition, Appendix D discusses rapid methods for 
characterizing functions and how this rating system was calibrated. 

3.3  General guidance for using the Wetland Rating Form 

Land-ownerôs permission 
It is important to obtain permission from the land owner(s) before going on their property.  
 

Time Involved 
Over the last decade the scientific community has standardized how we group assessment 
methods based on the information collected and the time required (Kentula, 2007).  The 
ÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÉÓ ÃÌÁÓÓÉÆÉÅÄ ÁÓ Á ȰÒÁÐÉÄ ÍÅÔÈÏÄȱ ÏÒ Ȱ,ÅÖÅÌ ς !ÓÓÅÓÓÍÅÎÔȱ ɉÓÅÅ ÄÅÆÉÎÉÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÎ ÂÏØ 
on next page). We define rapid as usually taking no more than two people a half day in the 
field and requiring no more than a half day of office preparation and data analysis to come to 
an answer (Fennessy et al., 2004).  In some cases, however, it may be necessary to visit the 
wetland more than once.  Some of the questions cannot be answered if the ground is covered 
with snow or the surface water is frozen.  If this is the case at the time a wetland is being 
rated, it may be necessary to revisit the site later. 
 
NOTE: We recommend that field work always be done by two people for reasons of safety.   
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Several of the questions require analyzing and preparing figures. Aerial photographs 
downloaded from the internet, topographic, or other maps are useful for preparing these 
figures. The list of figures needed to correctly answer the questions is found on the back of the 
first page of the rating form in Appendix A.  

Experience and qualifications needed 

It is important that the person completing the rating have experience in the identification of 
natural wetland features, indicators of wetland function, vegetation classes, and some ability 
to distinguish among different plant species. Reviewers of the rating system should also be 
familiar with wetlands and how they function.   We recommend that qualified wetland 
consultants or wetland experts be used to rate most sites, particularly the larger and more 
complex ones.  This will help ensure that results are repeatable. 

 

  

Training is highly recommended  

In addition, we highly recommend that users of this method take the training provided by 
the Department of Ecology on this method.    

Users of this method who have not taken the training can expect that, on the average , 
their scores for each function will be off by at least 1 point per function.  This is based on 
data collected during the calibration of the 2004 wetland rating systems and subsequent 
training sessions.  Untrained users will underestimate, or overestimate, the scores for 
functions by 15%.  This is an average, and actual differences may be as high as 40%.  

Levels of Assessment 

Wetland assessment techniques are classified as Levels 1, 2, or 3 based on the scope and 
detail required to complete the assessment (Kentula, 2007).  The levels are generally 
defined as follows:  

Ɇ Level 1 Assessment: Expert systems that use readily available digital data to define 
ecological relationships based on best professional judgment.  
 

Ɇ Level 2 Assessment: Rapid assessment based on data collection from easily 
observable field indicators. A Level 2 assessment usually lasts less than four hours 
in the field, has relatively simple metrics, and results in a single rating for each 
wetland.  
 

Ɇ Level 3 Assessment: Comprehensive assessment in which quantitative data are 
collected on biological, physical, chemical and/or morphological aspects of the 
ecosystem.  
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Maps and figures  

Some of the questions on the rating form can only be answered by drawing polygons on aerial 
photos of the site and by calculating the relative area of these polygons (as a percent of total 
area) within the wetland.  Visual estimates of area can be prone to large errors as high as 40%.  
The pictures or figures used to make these estimates have to be included with  the 
rating  form for the rating to be considered as complete. A list of the figures and 
photographs needed is provided in the rating form in Appendix A.  

Rating the wetland 

Each wetland can have several ratings: one resulting from its score for the functions and one 
or more resulting from special characteristics it may have.  The first page of the rating form 
contains a box for recording each rating.  This box should be filled out after completing the 
form.  If the wetland meets the criteria for two categories, select the one that will provide the 
higher level of protection for the wetland.    
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4.  Identifying Wetland Boundaries for Rating 

To begin, determine the location and approximate boundaries of all wetlands at the site you 
are investigating.  A surveyed delineation of the wetland is not necessary to rate the wetland, 
unless this information is required for another part of your project.  The boundary, however, 
will need to be verified during the field visit.  Boundaries that are not verified by a field survey 
may cause problems in the scoring of the indicators.  This is especially true in forested 
wetlands where the boundaries are difficult to determine from aerial photographs.  

The rating form identifies the information that needs to be included on aerial photos or maps 
and submitted with the form.  It is highly recommended that you obtain aerial photos of the 
site.   

The entire wetland has to be scored.   Usually it is the entire delineated wetland that is 
scored.  Small areas within a wetland (such as the footprint of an impact) cannot be rated 
separately.  The method is not sensitive enough, or complex enough, to allow division of a 
wetland into smaller units based on level of disturbance, property lines, or plant communities.  
DO NOT SCORE ONLY THE PART BEING ALTERED OR MITIGATED (Figure 1).   

 

 
Figure 1. Footprint of the impact is the red rectangle, but the unit for rating is the entire wetland (yellow 
line).  

  



 
Wetland Rating System for Eastern WA: 2014 Update             16 
Effective January 1, 2015 

Furthermore, you do not subdivide a wetland into different hydrogeomorphic (HGM) classes if 
more than one is present.  A wetland with more than one HGM class within its boundary is 
treated as one HGM class for rating (Figure 2).  The second page of the classification key in 
Appendix A provides guidance on how to classify wetlands having more than one HGM class 
within its boundary.  

 

 

Figure 2. A wetland with two HGM classes within the delineated boundary.  This wetland is rated as a Lake 
Fringe wetland.  

There are, however, ecological criteria that can be used to separate very large wetlands into 
smaller units for scoring.  These criteria are described below.  

If you do not have access to the entire wetland because the wetland includes different 
properties or because parts of the site are impenetrable or not accessible, you should do the 
best you can to answer the questions from aerial photos, using binoculars, or any other 
additional information.  Note your lack of access on the rating form and record which 
questions are based on incomplete data.   
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4.1  Identifying unit boundaries in large contiguous 
wetlands in valleys (Depressional and Riverine) 

Wetlands can often form large contiguous areas that extend over hundreds of acres.  This is 
especially true in river valleys where there is some surface water connection among all areas 
of the floodplain.  In these situations the initial task is to identify the wetland unit that will be 
rated.  A large contiguous area of wetland can be divided into smaller units using the criteria 
described below.  

The guiding principles for separating a wetland in a valley into different units  are changes in 
the water regime or a lack of wetland plants.  Boundaries between different  units should be 
set at the point where the volume, flow, or velocity of the water changes abruptly.  These 
changes in water regime can be either natural or human-caused (anthropogenic).  The 
following sections describe some common situations that might occur.  The criteria for 
separating wetlands into different units are based on the observations made during the 
calibration of the rating systems and the methods for assessing wetland functions.  They 
reflect the collective judgment of the teams of wetland experts that developed and calibrated 
the methods.  

 

Wetland units in a series of depressions in a valley 

Wetlands that form ponded depressions in river corridors  may contain constrictions where 
the wetland narrows between two or more depressions.  The key consideration is the 
direction of flow through the constriction.  If the water moves back and forth freely it is not  a 

Examples of Changes in Water Regime 

¶ Berms, dikes, cascades, rapids, falls, and culverts.   
¶ Features that change flow, volume, or velocity of water over short distances. 
¶ The presence of drainage ditches that significantly reduce water detention in one 

area of a wetland. 

 

More detailed data are needed to adequately assess functions in only a part of a 
wetland  

The rating of an entire wetland unit rather than just the part of it being mitigated or 
impacted is a trade-off made between scientific rigor and the need for a rapid method.  
None of the rapid methods developed by Ecology (the rating systems and function 
assessment methods) are rigorous enough to adequately assess the functions of only a 
small area within a wetland unit.  We did numerous tests of this question, and both 
methods produced invalid results when applied to small areas within a wetland.  More 
detailed data are needed to adequately assess functions in only a part of a wetland.  This 
would require monitoring and measuring the actual processes taking place in different 
parts of a wetland rather than characterizing the structural indicators present, and would 
certainly require monthly sampling for at least one year.    
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separate unit.  If the flow between depressions is unidirectional, down-gradient, and has a 
change in elevation from one part to the other, then a separate unit should be created.  The 
justification for separating wetlands increases as the flow between two areas becomes more 
unidirectional and has a higher velocity.  Constrictions can be natural or human-made (e.g., 
culverts) (Figure 3).  Generally, if the high water mark in the lower wetland is 6 in or more 
lower than the high water mark in the upper wetland, then the two should be considered as 
separate units for rating.  

 

 

4.2  Wetland units along the banks of streams or rivers 

In eastern Washington, linear wetlands contiguous with a stream or river may be broken into 
units using criteria based on either hydrologic factors or the distribution  of plants.  Figure 4 
presents a diagram of how wetland units might be separated along a stream corridor based on 
change in the water regime.  Three changes in water regime are illustrated:  1) a weir or dam, 
2) a series of rapids, and 3) a tributary coming into the main stream that increases the flow 
significantly (generally > 25%).   

NOTE:  Unit 1 in Figure 4 should be classified as a Depressional wetland.  Units 2, 3, and 4 
would probably be Riverine or Slope, depending on the area of overbank flooding.   

Figure 5 illustrate s how units can be separated based on the distribution of plants.  Units can 
be separated when:  1) wetland plants disappear and are replaced with unvegetated bars or 
banks for at least 50 ft along the stream, and 2) the wetland plant community is less than 5 ft 
wide along the shore for at least 100 ft.   

Unit 1 

Area 2a 

Area 2b 

Figure 3.  Determining depressional wetland units along a stream corridor with constrictions.  
Areas 2a and 2b should be rated as one unit.  
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Figure 4.  Determining wetland units in a riverine system based on changes in water regime. 

 

 
Figure 5. Determining wetland units in a riverine setting based on reduced plant cover. In this case, the 
river is wider than 17 ft and the vegetated wetlands on either side are rated separately. 

Unit 3 

Unit 4 

Unit 1 

Unit 2 

Wetland Unit 1 

Wetland Unit 2 Wetland Unit 3 
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In cases when a wetland contains a stream or river, you must also decide whether the stream 
or river is a part of the wetland.  Use the following guidelines to make your decision:  

¶ Wetland on one side only ɂ If the wetland unit  is contiguous with , but only on one side 
of, a river or stream, do not  include the river as a characteristic of the wetland unit for 
rating. 

¶ Wetland on both sides of a wide stream or river ɂ If the river or stream has an 
unvegetated channel that is more than 17 ft (5 m) wide, and there are contiguous 
wetland areas on both sides, treat each side as a separate unit for rating.  Do not  
include the river as a characteristic of the wetland unit for rating.  

¶ Wetland on both sides of a narrow river or stream ɂ If the river or stream has an 
unvegetated channel less than 17 ft (5 m) wide, and there are contiguous vegetated 
wetlands on both sides, treat both sides together  as one unit, and include  the river as a 
characteristic of the wetland. 
    

4.3  Identifying wetland units in a patchwork on the 
landscape (mosaic) 

If the wetland area being scored contains a mosaic of wetlands and uplands, the entire mosaic 
should be considered  one unit  for rating when: 

¶ Each patch of wetland is less than 1 ac (0.4 ha), AND 
¶ Each patch is less than 100 ft (30 m) away from the nearest wetland, AND 
¶ The total area delineated as vegetated wetland is more than 50% of the total area of 

wetlands and uplands, open water, and river bars around which you can draw a polygon 
(see Figure 6), AND 

¶ There are at least three patches of wetland that meet the size and distance thresholds. 

If these criteria are not met, each wetland area should be considered as a separate unit for this 
method (see Figure 6).   

 

NOTE:  One of the most common mosaic landscapes in eastern Washington is formed by 
riparian wetlands in the floodplains of rivers and streams.  In this landscape, vegetated 
×ÅÔÌÁÎÄÓȟ ÁÓ ÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÌÉÎÅÁÔÉÏÎ ÍÁÎÕÁÌȟ ÁÒÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÓÐÅÒÓÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ȰÕÐÌÁÎÄÓȱ ÏÆ 
cottonwood or willow.  In this case, use the criteria above.  Treat the entire area as a 
wetland if the areas that meet the criteria for wetlands are greater than 50% of the total 
area.  In this landscape the cottonwoods growing outside the wetland patches, but within 
the mosaic, should be included as features of the wetland.    

 

Unit 3 
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4.4  Identifying wetland unit boundaries along the 
shores of lakes or reservoirs (Lake Fringe wetlands 
only) 
Lakes or reservoirs will often have a fringe of wetland plants along their shores.  Different 
areas of this vegetated fringe can be separated into different units if there are gaps where the 
width of plants narrows or they disappear completely.  Use the following criteria for 
separating units along a lakeshore.  
Only the vegetated areas along the lake shore are considered part of the wetland unit for 
rating.  Open water within areas of plants are considered to be part of the wetland, but open 
water that separates patches of plants along a shore is not considered to be part of the 
wetland (Figure 7).  

If only some parts of the lakeshore are vegetated with wetland plants, separate the vegetated 
parts into different units at the points where the wetland plants thin out to less than a foot in 
width for at least 33 ft (10 m) (Figure 8). 

NOTE:  If the open water is less than 20 ac, the entire area (open water and any other 
vegetated areas) is considered as one wetland unit, and is a Depressional or Riverine wetland.  

 

 

 

Figure 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wetland 

Unit boundary 

Total wetland area < 50% of polygon �± each wetland is 

a separate unit 

Figure 6.  Determining unit boundaries 
when wetlands are in small patches.  
Each wetland polygon should be 
scored separately when the total area 
is less than 50% wetland.  


































































































































































































































































